CHAPTER   VII
THE  CYANIDE   AND   PRUSSIATE
INDUSTRY
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Until the year 1890 only comparatively small quantities of the very poisonous
potassium cyanide, KCN, were made, being used principally in the electroplating
industry and in photography.
This use was founded on the fact that KCN .possesses the property of dissolving the salts of
metals like gold, silver, and nickel, etc., the metal going into solution as a double cyanide. From
these solutions the metal can be readily deposited electro-chemically in a coherent layer by making
the surface of the object to be coated with the precious metal the negative pole in a solution of
trhe double cyanide.
Up to 1890 the annual output of KCN was about 100 tons, the product being
usually prepared by fusing ferrocyanides with alkali.
In 1887 Mf Arthur and Forrest took out their patents (English Patents,
14,174/87 ; 10223/88) for using dilute KCN or NaCN solutions for extracting gold
from ores, and in a few years from that date the manufacture of cyanides on an
industrial scale was well established.
In 1903 about 6,300 tons of cyanide were placed on the market.
In 1910 Great Britain exported of cyanide of sodium or potassium, 7,770 tons, value ^"633,000.
Germany, in 1895, exported 6,280 tons at 1,400 marks per ton.
In 1895 only 120 tons at 3,200 marks were produced. The German production of ferrocyanide
of potassium of sodium was in 1895 valued at 361 tons at 1,480 marks. In 1909 this had become
1,450 tons at 870 marks per ton.
The development of the vast Transvaal gold industry has been mainly dependent upon the
discovery that gold can be dissolved out of its ores by treating with dilute cyanide solution. The
peculiar formation of " blanket" ore, the small proportion of gold per ton which it contains, the
finely divided state of the gold in these ores, as well as the production of "slimes " and " tailings"
containing some gold, all combined to render the ordinary methods of gold extraction difficult of
application.
When these gold-bearing materials are treated with dilute KCN solution the gold passes into
solution, thus:—
4KCN + 2Au  +  H20 4- O = 2KAu{CN)2 + KHO
The gold thus passes into solution as potassium aurocyanide, KAu(CN)2.
The gold is next precipitated on zinc according to the equation :—
2KAu(CN)o +  Zn = K2Zn(CN)4 +  2Au.

